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ON the twenty-fifth, day of December, we all of us, each in his own
way, commemorate an event which has had a wonderful fascination
for a large portion of the civilized-world for eighteen centuries.
Great obscurity has always surrounded that event: and, as mostly
happens, when men are deeply interested in what is obscure, an
enormous mass of conjecture, invention, myth, and superstition
came into existence; taking a concrete form in tales, narratives,
fables, which passed from mouth to mouth, and were repeated
with as much solemnity and piety as if the vague memories of
the story-tellers were as trustworthy as a divine revelation.

And yet these tales were in many cases inconsistent with each
other; sometimes quite contradictory, always dependent on the
caprices of memory; and worse than aK, exposed to the corrupt-
ing influence of the prepossessions, superstitions, and dominating
ideas of an illiterate and credulous people.

Then as to the origin of these stories. The narrators spoke of
them as relating to events of quite recent occurrence. But in
many cases we shall see that they are a simple survival of stories
which had been in circulation for hundreds of years.

A grave evil pervades society just now. This nineteenth cen-
tury has witnessed such astonishing achievements in physical
science, that almost every man or woman who has access to our
weekly and monthly journals picks up a smattering of scientific
gossip, and an enormous majority of these readers remain
smatterers to the end of their days. That in itself would be no
harm to them or any one else. But they are not content with the
rdle suited to their capacities. They must set themselves up as
censors and critics, anid seem to imagine that every one who in
former days had beliefs and prepossessions different from their
own must have been idiots or fools; some even go so far as to
represent them as cunning, self-interested deceivers, whose main
object was to mislead the people. This is very wrong. It is not
necessary to accuse or even suspect any of these credulous natures
of intentional deceit. On the contrary, everything in the litera-
ture of the period goes to show they were just as sincere and